The community as preclinical classroom: experience with a first-year clerkship.
The required first-year clerkship in family and community medicine at the University of Massachusetts Medical School is a major curricular innovation which has implications for physician education. Students have lived in communities and worked in health service settings with field sponsors, under full-time faculty guidance, in all regions of Massachusetts. This has been one answer to the school's mandate to address the physician maldistribution problem. The goals and objectives and the teaching methods used to implement the program are described. These lessons were drawn from the program experience: community medicine clerkships belong in the first year of the curriculum; full-time medical school faculty working with the field sponsor promotes an optimal learning environment; long-term evaluation remains an important consideration. The first eight years of experience with the clerkship have demonstrated its value, and it should be considered for inclusion in the curriculum of other medical schools.